mentary rocks by means of their characteristic fossil assemblages, recognized the relative time sequence of sedimentary strata, made the first meaningful geological maps of parts of England and Wales, and created the important subject of stratigraphical geology, also known as stratigraphical palaeontology.
Rudwick gives Smith his full credit but points out that Alexandre Brongniart and Cuvier were doing almost identical mapping in the Paris basin at the same time and, moreover, treated fossils not only as means to a stratigraphical end, but as palaeobiological ends in themselves. It was Cuvier, with his knowledge of comparative anatomy, who recognized that most fossil bones were different from modern ones and postulated that, in the absence of fossil human bones, a long pre-human history was followed by largescale extinction. This had been hinted at previously, and the ensuing debate centred around whether or not the supposed catastrophic event could be correlated with the biblical flood. This was a particularly important point for Buckland, who was keen to combine the broadening geological horizon with his religious perspectives.
Many of the scientists discussed their geological ideas in terms of past catastrophes and extinctions, whereas others preferred to think of vast, uneventful stretches of time, as expressed in the implicitly eternalistic words of Hutton:"The result of our present enquiry is that we find no vestige of a beginning, no prospect of an end. " In 1809, Lamarck published his gradualist 'transformation' version of evolution, quite different from that proposed by Darwin 40 years later.
As promised by its title, Rudwick's book deals expertly with the topic of geological time, which developed when no absolute measure of time was available. From studies of rocks and fossils, most scientists felt that at least the prehuman timescale was vastly longer than the 6,000 years prescribed by the Bible. In those days, theology was still regarded as related to science and was thus subject to corroboration or conflict. Scientists and theologists were in close debate over these issues, without major argument. For some today, science and religion continue to coexist peacefully, but in the early days one can see little precedent for the hardline, anti-scientific attitudes practised today by fundamental biblical creationists.
Rudwick's text is beautifully written and grips the attention throughout. Nonetheless, it tends to be rather repetitive, because the author describes every nuance of each idea, however implausible, as well as the personal and scientific relationships between the protagonists. Some 200 years from now, our own scientific findings may well take just as much explaining. But a much shorter text could have covered the same subject matter, even over a broader time range, and thus reached a wider audience. All ten chapters are beautifully illustrated, with 179 contemporary black-andwhite prints interwoven with the text. There are copious footnotes on every second page, as well as complete sources and references.
The book should be obligatory for every geology and history-of-science library, and is a highly recommended companion for every civilized geologist who can carry an extra 2.4 kg in his rucksack.
Cuvier ultimately emerges as the pivotal figure in the history traced in this book, but numerous others of scarcely less importance produced the foundations of the new geology. Rudwick has amply fulfilled his stated aim of describing the injection of history into a science that had been primarily descriptive or causal. Indeed, thanks to Rudwick and his kind, we may rest assured that the future of the history of science is in safe hands.
